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NEEDS OF CHILDREN OF DIVORCE THROUGH DEVELOPMENT

Developmental Task

Characteristics of
the Stage

Signs of Stress

Chiid Needs

Infants
{Bith to 6 months)

To cstablish basic rust that basic nceds
will be saisfied.

Child is 1otally dependent upon parents
and has no concept of self being
differert from others. Child crnies only
1o get needs satisfied. Cannot
purpasefully disobey or willfully
misbehave, Mostly happy or mostly
upsct most of the time.

Excessive crying.
Eating and/or stecping problemns.

Consistent responsc 1 necds,
consisient schedule and lots of holding
and hugying.

Infants
6 -13 months old

To establish an attachmeit bond with
parents.

Al around 6-9 monihs, chitd nonally
shows separation anxiety and stranger
anxiety (which are healthy signs of
attachment). Child may show disteess in
leaving primary care giver to go with any
other person (INCLUDING the other
loving parent}

Crymg, clinging, fear of being away from
pasent.

Consistency of schedule. Impostant not
to scparatc infant from sigmificant person
for lengthy periods of ime or to FORCE
separations even for shon periods of

lime.

Toddlers
(18 months - 3 years old)

To develop a sense of independence,
autonomy, and sense of seif as separale
from parents,

Child "test the hmits™ constanily in true
“temible twos™ fashion. It is normal 1o
be non-compliant, nncooperative and
self-centered. Tests oul personal power
and separareness.

Irzritability and anxiety. Excessive fears
and worries, Regression to earlier
behaviors. Fear of separation, clinginess
and askinp for abscnt parent.

Predictable and safe cnvironiment,
Clearly defined and enforced limits
{which help child feel safe and secure!).
Firm, [zir and consistent parenting.
Very conststent and predictable
schedule

Pre-Schoolers
{3-6 years old)

To fzam 1o 1ake mitiative, control
impulses, interact and play cooperatively
with peers and bepn socializaton,

The focus is on social roles and on
mimicking adult behaviors. The stage of
nightimares, nvented monsters, vivid

f: ies, and magical thinking (7IF |
think st, it wilj happen”™), which creates
mich anxiety. Acute sensitiviry 1o
parental conflicts and parents” moods
and feelings. Time perspeciive is very
Iimited (fo about 2-3 days maximom}
and, when appropriate, child bencfits by
frequent contact {by phore or in person)
with other parent.

Excessive fears and anxicties including
fear of separation and abandonment.
Bfames sclf for adull actions (including
divorce). Shows repgressive behaviors
(¢.g. thumb-sucking, bed-weiting,
tantrums. clinginess). Shows rransition
distress and resistance 1o going with
other parent.

Reassurance with hugs and hoiding, and
with words tke = love you™, “You'il be
O.K.", " Your Father/Mother and | will
make sure things are O X. for you™.
Consisient and predictable routine, with
some advanced notice and explanations
for any changes in routine,

Elementary School Age
{6 - 10 years old)

To leam skills ta be competent,
industrious and productive. Focused
toward school, putside activitics, and
peer relationships.

Child can for the first time begin 1o think
logically, take the role and perspective
of another person, and show true
empaiby. No longer purely egocentnic
for selfcentered). Time perspective
strongly developed: child can maintain
close relationship with other pareat even
with more extended periods away from
that parent.

Problems with school perfonnance and
peer relationships. With new empathy
ability, child rcacts strongly to parent’s
pain. Child acts angry, blaminy , moraily
and right¢ously indignant, avows loyalty
to one parent and may refuse 1o spend
time with other parcnt. Child appears
sad and morosc.

Help with solving school and peer
problems at carly stage. Give
reassurances with clear understandable
explanations. Remove child from
middle of parental disputes and/or as
“caretaker™ of parent. Continue
consistency in routine. Make
alfowances within lime-sharing schedule
10 ler ¢hild’s putside activitics and peer
[riendships develop and grow.

Pre-Adolescence
{H-12 years old}

To gain a sense of control over and
comfon with thewr peer velationships.

Child achieves the development of truc
abseract thinking, For the first time,
child is able to think about hypothetical
ideas ir a truly adult-fike fashion. Child
can now understand what variely of
time-sharing schedules would Jook Yike,
without needing to directly experience
them, Child can fully panticipare in
developing realistic time-sharing
schedules

Dcvclopinent of intense foyalty
conflicts. Acling prematurely adolescent,
which retards true matoration
Depression and anxiely. School
problems.

Flexibility of time-sharing schedule so
that child can develop peer relationships
and outside activities {sports, socials,
etc.) away from both parents.

Adolescence
(12-12 years oM}

To develop separate identity from
parents’.

Child normally gradually puils away
from the family, physically. socially, and
emotionally . Child devetops interests
apart from either parent snd resists
“family activities”. Child challenges
adulis” ideas and asserts independence

Breaking rules and acting out.
Withdrawal, isolation, and depression.
Abuse of alcohol or drugs. Suieide
threats or attempes. Poor school
performance. Loyalty conflicts which
lead 10 cutting off contact with one
parent and avowing loyalty to the other,
{Note: Adolcscents ofien suddenly and
unpredictably switch loyalties Fom one
parent to the other, i thewr attempts o
cope with the conflicr) Youngsrers may
become the hunting parent’s carctaker,
sacrificing time wilth friends and oulside
activities.

Protcation from loyalty conflicts.
Censisiency of rules across houscholds.
Timely professional altention to any
significant school, behavioral, or
emotionat problems. Flextble schedule
of time-sharing thal shows respeer for
and fits the youngster's schedule first,
and the parents” schedule second.
tUsually, adolescents prefer having one
hoime base and spending flexible ume
with the other parent.
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